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THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE CHRISTIAN 

CHURCH.* 

By Rev. Professor A. F. Kirkpatrick, 

Cambridge, England. 

There is a vague sense of uneasiness abroad, a kind of sus- 
picion that the Old Testament is on its way to become a 
discredited, and therefore disused book. "A theory," we 
are told, ' ' is already propounded both in private and in a 
naive, simple way in sermons, that the Old Testament is of 
no particular moment, all that we need being the New Testa- 
ment, which has been defended by our valiant apologists and 
expounded by our admirable interpreters." 

"Quite a dangerous neglect of the Old Testament," writes 
another, " that unique literary monument of the past world, 
has characterized Christian thinking all too long. I have 
even heard of a prominent Nonconformist minister so pre- 
ferring the New Testament to the Old in reading lessons, as 
to use in public no part of the Old Testament except the 
Psalms. And even where the Old Testament has not been 
ignored, too frequently its poetry has been spiritualized be- 
yond recognition, and its prose has been wholly removed 
from its historical setting; whilst as for its magnificent 
prophecy, it has been rendered unintelligible by crude 
extravagance." 

Such neglect of th6 Old Testament, if statements like 
these are warranted, is an unfaithfulness to the. teaching of 
Christ and His Apostles which can be nothing less than dis- 
astrous, both to the growth and establishment of our own 
spiritual life, and to the building up of the Christian Church. 

Mainly, just now the neglect of the Old Testament is, no 
doubt, due to a vague feeling that the so-called ' ' higher 
criticism " has raised a host of questions about the date and 
composition and character of the books of the Old Testa- 

*From a sermon preached in Great St. Mary's, Cambridge. 
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ment, which must be settled before we can use it again with 
any confidence ; or which, it is supposed, have been already- 
settled, or are on the high road to being settled, in such a 
way that the Old Testament must be thrown aside as a dis- 
credited book. 

Such an attitude is inconsistent with the courage which is 
born of faith ; it is a distrust of the promise that the Holy 
Spirit, by whose inspiration those ancient Scriptures were 
written, is still present to guide us into all the truth; it is a 
neglect of the apostolic precept to "prove all things, and 
hold fast that which is good;" and if in every age "the 
removing of those things that are shaken " must needs be a 
process of trial, its issue is the firmer establishment of " those 
things which are not shaken." 

Under these circumstances then, it is well for us to re- 
examine the fundamental principle which our Lord Himself 
lays down, and which the Apostles throughout assume, 
respecting the interpretation and authority of the Old Testa- 
ment. There are two distinct methods, distinct but compli- 
mentary and not contradictory, in which the Old Testament 
may be studied. We may follow it along the line of its 
growth and development, or we may look back upon it as a 
completed whole. 

We may trace the gradual progress of God's revelation of 
Himself and His purposes ; we may inquire what special ele- 
ments each successive age, each inspired writer, each turn of 
Israel's fortunes, contributed to the growing sum of revealed 
truth ; we may observe the patient and manifold preparation 
for that central event of the world's history, to which all 
prophetically pointed forward. Need I say that this method 
of study is indispensable ? We must take each volume in the 
" Divine library," and investigate its origin and its character 
and its historical significance for its own age, with a treat- 
ment which will be bold because it is loving, thorough because 
the subject is worthy of it. 

But this method of study is not by itself enough. There 
is a danger of limiting ourselves to literary problems ; of 
confining our attention to the primary and original meaning 
of the books for the times in which they were written ; of 
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considering processes rather than results. We may be like a 
geologist visiting a cathedral, who is too much interested in 
determining the quarries from which its stones were brought 
to let the completed whole take his spirit with its message of 
beauty and devotion. 

For in all that manifold variety of the Old Testament 
there is an essential unity. It was one God who spake in 
many fragments and in many fashions through Law, and 
History, and Prophecy, and Psalm : and that message is of 
one origin and piece with the New Testament, for He is the 
same who " at the end of these days spoke to us in His Son," 
and the Spirit of that Son was already working in those 
prophets of the ancient time (i Pet. i : n). There is a con- 
tinuity and a unity, not only between the several books 
which form the two Testaments, but between the Testaments 
themselves. The many "Books" (Biblia, plur.) of the two 
Testaments form but the one " Bible " {Biblia, sing.). 

The Old Testament leads us up to Christ, and Christ takes 
it and puts it back into our hands as a completed whole. He 
bids us study it as " fulfilled in Him," and " put ourselves to 
school with every part of it." The old lesson-book is not to 
be thrown away or kept as an archaeological curiosity : it is 
to be re-studied in this fresh light of further knowledge : 
and it is of this specifically Christian interpretation and use 
of the Old Testament that I wish to speak to-day. 

' ' Think not that I came to destroy the law and the proph- 
ets." There were some, it seems, who expected the Messiah 
to abrogate the ancient law, to abolish the old institutions, 
and to promulgate a wholly new constitution for His king- 
dom. There have been those within and without the Chris- 
tian Church, who have virtually or explicitly maintained that 
He did so, in the teeth of His own emphatic assertion, " I 
came not to destroy, but to fulfil." 

"To fulfil." Do we not often limit the idea of "fulfil- 
ment " to what are called the typical and prophetic parts of 
the Old Testament, and regard the fulfilment as just the 
counterpart of the type or prediction, as the reality of which 
the reflection only had hitherto been visible ? But ' ' fulfil- 
ment is far more than this. It is the completion of what 
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was before imperfect ; it is the realization of what was shad- 
owy ; it is the development of what was rudimentary ; it is 
the union and reconciliation of what was isolated and discon- 
nected; it is the full growth from the antecedent germ. 
Christ came to disengage eternal truths from the limited 
forms in which they had hitherto been expressed ; and He 
bids us look back upon those limited forms in the light of 
His teaching and work, and discern the eternal truths em- 
bodied in them. The Old Testament was not as it were the 
scaffolding necessary for the erection of the Christian 
Church, needing to be taken down in order that the full sym- 
metry and beauty of the building may be seen, and only to be 
had recourse to from time to time when repairs are needed. It 
is an integral part of. the structure. "Ye are built upon the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself 
being the chief corner stone " (Eph. 2 : 20). 

How could it be otherwise? we ask with reverence. It 
was God who spake " through the prophets," it is God who 
speaks "in a Son." Every divine word must be of eternal 
import. God's truth does not vary: there is no mutability 
of purpose in the eternal present of the divine mind. Hu- 
man words, even inspired words, can express no more than 
some infinitesimal fragments of the infinite mind of God. 
They must necessarily circumscribe and limit the infinite. 
But any worthy conception of inspiration must include at 
least this, that the inspired words so correspond to the truth 
which they reveal that they are capable of disclosing more 
and more of it as men are able to receive it. The old words 
of Revelation, because they were the reflection of the divine 
mind and will, contained a larger meaning than was at once 
perceptible; and Christ has come, and " fulfilled" them, in- 
fused new force and meaning into them, shewn us how they 
express more of the "grace and truth " which He came to 
bring in all its fulness. It is not that the words ' ' palter 
with us in a double sense:" it is that the Word of God is 
"living and energetic," possessed, in virtue of its essential 
nature, of a springing and germinant vitality. 

We are familiar with the idea of the "fulfilment" of 
prophecy, though that idea is often unduly limited. Proph- 
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ecy is not "inverted history:" it was not a reflection before- 
hand by which men could foreknow what was to come : it 
was but as the seed out of which plant and flower and fruit 
were to be developed. Prophecy kept men's eyes fixed upon 
the future ; it created a sense of need, it stirred deep and 
earnest longings ; it stimulated hope. And then the fulfil- 
ment gathered into one unimagined reality all the various 
lines of thought and longing and hope, in a completeness far 
transcending all anticipation. The fulfilment could not have 
been conjectured from the prophecy, but it answers to it, 
and shows the working of the one divine purpose, unhasting, 
unresting, to its final goal of man's redemption. "Fulfil- 
ment" does not exhaust prophecy. It interprets it, and 
gathers up its scattered elements into a new combination, 
possessing fresh and abiding and ever increasing significance. 

But " fulfilment" is not limited to prophecy commonly so- 
called. When Christ said that He came to "fulfil the law 
and the prophets," He doubtless meant to include the whole 
of the Old Testament Scriptures. For all those Scriptures, 
as the utterance of divine truth through human instruments, 
awaited a fulfilment, and it is as interpreted by that fulfil- 
ment that they are commended to the study of the Christian 
Church. Their permanent function is not " simply to point 
to Jesus Christ as the Saviour of both Jew and Gentile " : 
they are still the living source of instruction for us. But if 
we would understand the principle of their interpretation, we 
must study the illustrations which Christ Himself gives of 
what He meant by "fulfilling" the law and the prophets. 
In them we see how He pierces through the outward form to 
the divine truth of which the outward form was but the vehi- 
cle, how He discloses and affirms the inward spirit, how He 
raises all to the higher level of His own teaching. 

Had the law forbidden murder? The prohibition rests 
ultimately on the principle of mutual love, which must ex- 
clude even the spirit of hatred. Had the law condemned 
adultery? That is but one limited application of the princi- 
ple of purity, which must govern not merely action but 
thought. Had the law prohibited perjury? Fidelity to an 
oath is but one small part of the universal duty of truth be- 
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tween man and man. Had the law enforced a rough equal- 
ity of justice by way of restraining revenge? The true 
restraint of revenge is to be found in the conquest of evil by 
self-sacrifice. Had the law allowed a limitation of love to 
countrymen and friends? Human love is the reflection of 
divine love ; divine love is universal, and human love must 
henceforth be universal too. 

Thus in each case the underlying principle is seized and 
enforced, and carried to its full development. The imper- 
fect morality of an earlier age is left behind : the limited 
rules which were all that men could bear at first, but which 
were designed to raise them to higher things, are extended 
and expanded : a new and generous spirit is infused into the 
outward form. 

Mark the emphatic assertion of the universality of this 
fulfilment. " Verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth 
pass away, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass away 
from the law, till all things be accomplished." There is no 
distinction of ceremonial and moral law ; no classification of 
precepts according to their supposed importance or insignifi- 
cance. All is the reflection of divine truth; all has its 
appointed purpose ; all is to find its fulfilment. We may 
not be able to see the significance of every element, any 
more than the naturalist can trace the use of every physical 
organ, but the general drift and purpose of the whole are 
clear. 

And for the Christian Church this is the canon of interpre- 
tation for the Old Testament. Very simple yet very com- 
prehensive it is, this principle of the spirit of Christ entering 
into the old order and "fulfilling" it; yet how strangely 
Christians in almost all ages have ignored it. What scan- 
dals, nay, what monstrous crimes, would have been avoided 
had it but been realized that the Christian Church can never 
find authority in the Old Testament for any act that is at 
variance with the spirit of the Gospel. 

When we turn from our Lord's teaching to that of His 
Apostles, we find everywhere that the Old Testament is 
accepted as the natural inheritance of the Christian Church ; 
we find the old words used with all the fresh intensity of 
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meaning with which the new revelation has shown them to 
be instinct. 

This principle of " fulfilment " is a far reaching and fruit- 
ful principle. Apply it to the teaching, of which the Old 
Testament is full, concerning sin, and righteousness, and 
judgment, "the cardinal elements in the determination of 
man's spiritual state," concerning which the Advocate comes 
to convict the world (St. John 16 : 8). The old words cannot 
for us have simply their ' ' original " sense ; they must speak 
with new depth and solemnity to those who have seen the 
condemnation of sin, and the standard of righteousness, and 
the declaration of judgment set forth in the life and death 
and resurrection of Christ (Rom. 3 : 25, 26). 

Those glowing words in which the Psalmists express their 
calm confidence in the loving care of God, their passionate 
yearning for a closer approach to His presence, their won- 
derful sense that man's only true happiness consists in fel- 
lowship with Him, though athwart it all lies the dark shadow 
of the breach of that communion by death — a shadow which 
in moments of exultant hopefulness seems to be dispersed by 
a ray of the coming light, only to return again with all its 
chilling horror — those marvelous outbursts of praise, in 
which all creation is joined in one jubilant harmony of ador- 
ation ; do they not all flash and sparkle for us with a new 
glory in the light of Christ's revelation of the Father? since 
" the Son of God is come, and hath given us an understand- 
ing, that we know Him that is true ;" and that dark shadow 
of death has been forever banished since He "has overcome 
death and opened unto us the gate of everlasting life." 

Christ puts the Old Testament into the hands of His 
Church and bids her interpret and use it as "fulfilled" in 
Him. This is just the truth which will enable us to look 
with calmness and patience upon those critical investigations 
of the Old Testament which are causing pain and anxiety to 
many who love God's Holy Word. It is independent of 
those investigations; it rises above them into a higher 
sphere : it is not antagonistic to them, nor they to it. Criti- 
cal research must be fearlessly, honestly, and patiently pur- 
sued; we must be prepared loyally to accept its proved 
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results when they have stood the test or searching cross- 
examination. "We may hope for the time," wrote our 
great teacher twenty-six years ago, and the words are not 
less needed now than then, "when the student of Holy 
Scripture will look for what it contains, and not measure its 
contents by preconceived notions of the manner and form in 
which its lessons must have been given." But critical re- 
search cannot shake or overthrow the certainty that our Lord 
bids us study the Old Testament for our spiritual instruction, 
as ' ' fulfilled "in Him : interpreted, spiritualized and endowed 
with living force and power in the light of the revelation 
which He came to be and to manifest. 

This view of the Old Testament excludes the opposite dan- 
gers of abuse and neglect. 

I. It secures us from the danger of confounding the 
Testaments, and supposing, as some have done, that all 
Christian doctrine is contained already in the Old Testament. 
We shall not appeal to the Old Testament for the proof of 
distinctively Christian, doctrines, though the light reflected 
on it shows that much which could not have been intelligible 
at the time was implicitly contained in the inspired message. 
On the other hand, we shall not suppose that anything un- 
christian can possibly be sanctioned by the authority of the 
Old Testament. That is not our danger now ; but it has 
been ^ an error fruitful of evils in past ages. It is, we 
are told, even now a danger among new converts from 
heathenism. 

II. It guards us from the danger of neglecting the Old 
Testament. We dare not disregard what Christ has ' ' ful- 
filled," and stamped with His approval; what His Apostles, 
learning from Him, bid us use, and set us the example of 
using. We read the Old Testament as "fulfilled" in Christ, 
and just because it is " fulfilled " we know that it still awaits 
fulfilment, and we are strengthened to believe that it will yet 
receive that fulfilment ; that "one jot or one tittle shall in 
no wise pass away" from it, "till all things be accom- 
plished." Is there anything so animating to Christian hope 
as the study of the Old Testament in the light of the New? 



